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Abstract 
This paper reports on findings from a larger qualitative research study on shared decision-making in Egyptian secondary schools. 
It explores teachers’ perceptions of Boards of Trustees as potential avenues for shared decision-making. Data were collected 
through interviews with 85 research participants from nine general secondary schools in Damietta County, Egypt. The results 
indicate that the creation of such structures does not necessarily make SDM happen. While some participants perceived the BOTs 
to provide more opportunities for members of the school community to engage in SDM, others believed that the rhetoric 
surrounding these bodies is much more significant than their substance.    
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1. Introduction 
Shared decision-making (SDM) emerged in Western countries as a prevailing theme in the restructuring 
movements of the late 1980s. Arguments for SDM rest on the basic assumption that those who are closest to the 
action are more able to make the best educational decisions (Liontos, 1994). Encouraged by arguments put forward 
by SDM proponents, many countries have adopted SDM as a school management strategy. While variations of SDM 
programmes existed, most initiatives involved the creation of school councils as avenues for increasing the 
involvement of teachers and members of the local community in school decision-making processes (David, 1996; 
Malen & Ogawa, 1988).  
Egypt has been no exception to the decentralizing movement sweeping the world. In 2000, Egypt’s government 
started a comprehensive educational reform programme with educational decentralization being a key theme on the 
reform agenda. As part of this move, SDM has been promoted through the creation in 2005 of Boards of Trustees, 
Parents and Teachers, often called Boards of Trustees (BOTs). The new boards are a modified version of the 
previous Parent-Teacher Councils that have been in place since 1993. According to the Ministry of Education, the 
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4. Findings 
BOTs aim to decentralize decision-making through facilitating the involvement of teachers and local stakeholders in 
the decision-making process at the school level (MOE, 2005).  
The composition of the councils has also undergone some changes. According to ministerial decree 258/2005, 
each BOT involves thirteen members, including the head teacher, five parents, five community members and two 
teachers selected from among the General Assembly. The decree also stipulates that the BOT Chair must be elected 
from among the external members1. BOT decisions must be made by majority vote, provided that at least seven 
members are present. Unlike the previous Parent-Teacher Councils, which had restrictions on accepting donations, 
BOTs have been given more flexibility to accept donations and raise funds to be spent on different BOT activities. 
2. Literature review 
Calls for decentralization have been accompanied by on-site arrangements to facilitate increased teacher and 
community involvement in school decision-making. Researchers have cited different forms of SDM structures such 
as school councils, shared decision-making teams, and school decision-making groups (Malen & Ogawa, 1988; 
Weiss, 1993; Dellar, 1995). However, the term “school councils” seems to be more popular and it is most often used 
to refer to school-site arrangements for teacher participation (Malen & Ogawa, 1988).  
Research on SDM has addressed itself to examining the effects associated with the implementation of site-based 
arrangements for decision-participation. A number of studies have been conducted to seek teachers’ perceptions of 
the performance of school councils and other arrangements, trying to answer the question about the extent to which 
these structures have actually contributed to increased participation in school decision-making. Mixed results were 
found, reporting diverse reactions to the implementation of school councils. Yet a common assertion emerging from 
these studies is that implementing such arrangements seldom goes without problems. 
For instance, in their case studies of five secondary schools in California, Duke, Showers and Imber (1980) 
investigated teachers’ reactions to school councils. The study revealed that many teachers were reluctant to 
participate due to their perceived lack of influence in the decision-making process. The authors concluded that 
although the presence of school councils allowed teachers to become more involved in decision-making, fewer 
opportunities were afforded to them to have an influence on the decisions being made. This led to them being less 
enthusiastic to participate.   
Malen and Ogawa (1988) conducted case studies on eight schools in a district in Salt Lake City. The fact that the 
district in which the study was carried out was a restructuring district encouraged the researchers to examine 
empirically the extent to which existing school-based management structures enabled teachers and parents to exert 
an influence on school and district decisions. The researchers started their study from the view that, compared with 
previous approaches, the “shared governance” approach adopted by the district brought more conducive conditions 
for teachers and parents to influence significant school issues. Unexpectedly, the results indicated that despite the 
existence of those favourable arrangements, teachers and parents did not exercise genuine influence on significant 
issues. The “patterns of influence” as well as the decision-making relationships traditionally found in schools did not 
seem to be altered by those conditions. Head teachers’ control over the process, coupled with the composition of the 
councils and the nature of district support, were amongst the forces that ran contrary to increased teachers and 
parents’ influence in school decision-making.  Similar findings were reported by Wall and Rinehart (1997). 
In Egypt, little research has been conducted on SDM. A few studies have tentatively approached the topic, 
generally reporting the lack of decision-participation in Egyptian schools (Atalla, 1994; El-Said, 2003). However, 
they fail to explain why this is the case. This is problematic given the fact that SDM is being promoted as part of the 
current decentralization movement in Egypt.  
3. The study 
Given the shortage of research on SDM in the Egyptian context, it remains unclear as to the extent to which 
implementing such a policy in Egyptian schools would be successful. Hence the study reported in this paper was 
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conducted as an attempt to unravel this uncertainty. It sought an in-depth understanding of the factors inhibiting both 
secondary teachers and head teachers from engaging in SDM processes. The main research question was: what are 
the barriers to SDM in Egyptian secondary schools. Amongst other issues, the study explored the perceptions of 
stakeholders at the school level regarding BOTs as proposed avenues for SDM.  
A qualitative research design was chosen for the study as it was considered more suitable for exploring people’s 
perceptions. Using semi-structured interviews, data were collected from nine general secondary schools in Damietta 
County. Individual, semi-structured interviews were undertaken with eighty-five research participants. These 
included head teachers, deputy heads, heads of department, BOT members and newly-appointed teachers. The 
interviews resulted in rich descriptive data, which were organised, coded and then analysed for emerging themes. 
4. Findings 
The data analysis showed variations in participants’ perceptions of BOTs as decision-making bodies. Three 
different stances emerged: some participants believed that the BOT had a positive influence on decision-making; 
others reported that its influence was negative and a third group believed that it had no influence at all.  
4.1. Positive influence of BOTs 
Many of those who believed that the creation of the BOT has positively influenced the decision-making process 
based their opinion on their view of the BOT as an improved version of the previous Parent-Teacher Councils. They 
believed that the new Board has an enhanced composition. A senior deputy head pointed out that the old version of 
the Board was predominantly composed of parents who tended to make recommendations that were mainly related 
to their children. According to her, BOT members are concerned with the problems of the whole school rather than 
just their own children’s.  
Some participantsp suggested that the BOT provided head teachers with more confidence to make decisions they 
could not have made otherwise. On many occasions participants viewed the involvement of members from the local 
community as a positive aspect that contributes to solving school problems. They specifically referred to high-status 
members who were able to support schools through their direct contacts with the local authorities and businessmen. 
A head teacher revealed how she benefited from this advantage: “The new thing in the BOT is that the Chair’s 
recommendations are often taken seriously. Thus when I want something done promptly, I just do it through the 
BOT.” 
Nevertheless, devolved financial authority was most frequently reported as an aspect of the perceived positive 
influence of the BOT on school decision-making. Participants repeatedly praised the greater authority afforded to 
BOTs regarding allocation of the school budget. They indicated that such devolved authority has made financial 
decisions much easier than ever before, thereby enhancing school performance. A head teacher clarifies this point: 
“Before the creation of the BOT, large portions of school budget had to be transferred to the Directorate and the 
district office. But since its introduction this has been reduced. This is good for schools because it means that the 
school budget has increased.” Another head teacher perceived this financial flexibility to be “the only thing that has 
given schools some freedom in decision-making.” 
4.2. Negative influence of BOTs 
On the other side of the continuum, some individuals believed that the introduction of the BOT was associated 
with negative influences on school decision-making. Three main drawbacks emerged from participants’ responses. 
These are: 
4.2.1. Lack of genuine decision-making power 
Many respondents contended that the BOT has limited decision-making power as it is bound by ministerial 
decrees and central regulations. Words like “powerless”, “restricted”, “dependent” and “useless” were used by 
interviewees to indicate the limited power afforded to the BOT. A BOT member commented: “The BOT cannot 
make decisions about things that have been decided by the MOE, nor is it able to make a decision which clashes 
with the regulations that control the educational process. … We BOT members are bound by these regulations.” 
2. Literature review 
3. The study 
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5. Conclusion 
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Some participants regarded BOT decisions as trivial and superficial. They indicated that the BOT’s authority is 
restricted to monitoring school finances and has nothing to do with core decisions that relate to the educational 
process. Some BOT members reported that attempts by BOT members to make important decisions were frustrated 
by the district office and the Directorate. One member stated that that their attempts as members to activate 
community participation through the BOT were constrained by the bureaucracy of the district office, which hinders 
the implementation of decisions: “We make the decision, but we’re prevented from implementing it for reasons 
beyond our control.” 
4.2.2. Undermining the head teacher’s power 
Unlike other participants who took the involvement of external members positively, many interviewees perceived 
external members as outsiders who have been given excessive power. They viewed such power as a factor that 
undermined head teachers’ power and restricted their decision-making authority. Different aspects of excessive 
power were reported. Most frequently, participants referred to the new regulation according to which the BOT Chair 
has the authority to approve fiscal decisions. They regarded this as stripping head teachers of their power and 
handing authority to outsiders “with no educational experience”. A head of department stated: “The BOT has 
stripped the head teacher and the school board of their decision-making power… It has stripped the head teacher of 
the authority to spend any money or make any financial decisions without the approval of BOT members...” 
Another head of contended that this regulation obstructs the educational process by stopping things from being 
achieved in time. A senior deputy head perceived “putting financial matters in the hands of BOT members” as a 
drawback and considered it a sign of mistrust in school staff. 
4.2.3. Intervention in school matters 
Some interviewees perceived the involvement of external BOT members as intervention in internal school 
matters in which parents should not be involved. A head of department expressed his discontent, stating: “Basically, 
I don’t agree with the idea of the BOT and I don’t want parents to intervene in every single thing that goes on inside 
the school. Parents participate in school decision-making knowing nothing about the school.” Four head teachers 
voiced their discomfort with the idea of getting people from outside the school involved in the decision-making 
process. One expressed her concern that such involvement would result in a negative influence on decision-making, 
as external members may lack the educational background required for sound educational decisions. Another 
believed that the intervention of external members hindered work in the school and constrained his authority. Others 
indicated that external members’ inputs may lead to the BOT making inappropriate decisions as some members tend 
to be motivated by their personal interests.  
4.3. BOTs and SDM 
Participants held different views regarding the role of the BOT in fostering SDM in the schools visited. Some 
interviewees mentioned that BOT decisions are usually made according to the majority vote following consultation 
among members. However, there is substantial evidence that, in some cases, decisions are directed by head teachers, 
who tend to dominate the meetings. For instance, a BOT member stated that the head teacher in his school would 
make decisions and then call on the Chair to ratify them. He indicated that although BOT members have good 
suggestions to make about many school issues, they are not given the opportunity to do so because the head teacher 
often acts on her own. This situation led him to believe that “so far, participation in decision-making has been non-
existent”. When asked where the problem might lie, he replied: “It lies in the head teacher herself. She is not a 
democratic person who listens and understands. Rather, she gets angry when we talk without her permission, and at 
BOT meetings she wants to be the boss as well. … She gets annoyed if we criticise something wrong and 
consequently we have become apathetic.” 
Other participants attributed the lack of members’ participation to their tendency to be passive at the meetings. A 
teacher member pointed out that of the ten external members, only four or five attended meetings. As he described 
them, even those who attend are “inactive” and do not voice their opinions. A head teacher commented on the 
passivity of BOT members, noting: “They don’t want to make any effort, claiming that they’re always busy with 
their own business outside the school.” According to some participants, this situation eventually encourages some 
head teachers to dominate the decision-making process and impose their agendas on other members. 
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Some interviewees attributed external members’ apathy towards the BOT to fundraising that has become attached 
to BOT meetings. To some participants, such an activity drives members away from attending these meetings. In the 
words of a deputy head: “The BOT has become associated with the idea of fundraising and donations, an idea that 
most parents dislike. That’s why most of them have become unenthusiastic about attending meetings.” Another 
participant suggested that this conception has negatively influenced members’ understanding of their role, stating, 
“External members haven’t realised the meaning of participation in the educational process yet. The trouble is that 
they believe all they have to do is donate money.” 
To sum up, the discussion of BOTs reveals variations in terms of system response to structural change. Different 
schools and individuals have responded to this innovation differently. In some cases, people tended to perceive the 
change positively as a tool that has widened the scope of school decision-making and enhanced the sharing process. 
In other cases, however, the BOT initiative was perceived negatively as a centrally controlled policy that has not 
significantly influenced decision-making practices at the school level. 
5. Conclusion 
The previous discussion seems to suggest that, consistent with previous research, the contribution of BOTs to 
SDM seems to be debatable: the creation of BOTs did not make SDM happen in the sample schools. There seem to 
be certain factors that undermine the efficiency of these structures. One possible factor relates to teachers’ negative 
attitudes to BOTs. These were perceived by many participants as usurping the responsibilities of the school board, 
undermining head teachers’ power, intervening in school matters and lacking in the power to make significant 
decisions that are likely to be implemented. Head teachers’ reluctance to hand over authority to BOT members may 
be another significant factor. 
Hence it becomes apparent that, besides structural changes, other crucial organisational and cultural factors need 
to be in place for SDM to take root. For instance, it is unexpected that BOTs will be efficient when they are 
restricted by central regulations; some genuine autonomy may be needed in order to empower these bodies and 
enable them to make decisions that are relevant to the individual needs of their respective schools. It is also unlikely 
that BOT members, especially teachers, will engage effectively in decision-making when their roles on the Board 
are not clearly identified. Most importantly, head teachers need to give up their tendency to dominate the meetings 
and impose their own agendas on other members. Rather, they need to use the BOT meetings to share power and 
provide genuine opportunities for other members to contribute to the decision-making process. Establishing 
organisational trust, collaboration and mutual respect is also crucial in the context of SDM.  
 
References 
Atalla, H. (1994). The impact of educational quality on the management of meetings and decision-making in general secondary schools: a field 
study in Dakahleya governorate. Unpublished MA dissertation. Mansoura University. 
David, J. (1996). The Who, What, and Why of Site-Based Management. Educational Leadership, 53, 4-9. 
Dellar, G. (1995). The impact of school-based management on classroom practice at the secondary school level. Retrieved from ERIC Database 
(ED390128).  
Duke, D., Showers, B., & Imber, M. (1980). Teachers and Shared Decision Making: The Costs and Benefits of Involvement. Educational 
Administration Quarterly, 16 (1), 93-106. 
El-Said, W. (2003). Decision-Making in Experimental Secondary Languages Schools: An Evaluative Study. Unpublished MA dissertation. 
Zagazig University. 
Liontos, L. (1994). Shared Decision-Making. Retrieved from ERIC Database. (ED368034).  
Malen, B., & Ogawa, R. (1988). Professional-Patron Influence on Site-Based Governance Councils: A Confounding Case Study. Educational 
Administration and Policy Analysis, 10 (4), 251-270. 
Ministry of Education (2005). Ministerial Decree 258/2005 regarding the creation of Boards of Trustees, Parents and Teachers. Cairo: MOE. 
Ministry of Education (2006). Ministerial Decree 334/2006 regarding the creation of Boards of Trustees, Parents and Teachers. Cairo: MOE. 
Weiss, C. (1993). Shared Decision Making about What? A Comparison of Schools with and without Teacher Participation. Teachers College 
Record, 95 (1), 69-93. 
 
